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5. 1950s & 1960s: The Heyday of 
Capitalist Design and its Early Critics
The Arts & Crafts movement, originally a 
marginal protest movement aimed at the 
capitalist industrial design notions, became 
highly influential toward the end of the 19th 
century and into the first decades of the 20th, 
although its influence was restricted to the 
design world – socially and economically, 
Arts & Crafts were hardly noticed.[17] There 
is a simple reason for this lack of influence 
in the social and economical domains: using 
the available technology for small scale, 
artisanal production made it impossible to 
supply a sufficient number of adequate, i.e. 
affordable goods and services to satisfy the 
demand for goods of a rapidly increasing 
population. Moreover, purchasing power 
increased on a yearly basis. In contrast to 
small scale production, a large scale factory 
system based on specialisation and division 
of labour, and forced to embrace cost-cutting 
time, in the United States, shortly after World 
War II. During the 1950s and thereafter, the 
long term average of the yearly increase of 
real product per capita of a country that was 
at that time already by far the richest in the 
world, more than doubled, from slightly more 
than 1 % in the early 1950s up to more than 3 
% in the early ‘70s. (figure 12)
This was the age of abundant food, but on 
top of that, of telephones, refrigerators, cars, 
radio- and TV-sets, not for the happy few, but 
for - almost - anyone, that had showed its first 
signs already before the Second World War, 
and reached its zenith in the first decades 
thereafter.
What was the role of industrial design in 
this? This question has a surprisingly simple 
answer: design was totally subservient to 
the goals of manufacturers and served one 
purpose only: maximizing consumer goods 
expenditures. In the words of Norman Bell 
Geddes (1893 - 1958) (figure 13), one of the 
technological innovations as soon as these 
became available so as to outdo competitors, 
could satisfy the increasing demand.
Thus, capitalism became the dominant 
economic system in the Western world and 
Arts & Crafts remained an economic and 
social fringe phenomenon, cherished by a 
small élite with members both on the left and 
on the right side of the political spectrum who, 
however, had one thing in common: they were 
sufficiently well-to-do to afford the forbiddingly 
expensive Arts & Crafts products.
Regardless of the reasons one might have 
to criticize capitalism – and in the following 
chapters we shall utter some strong criticisms 
of it – in one respect capitalism provided an 
historical first: for the first time in mankind's 
history there was a society in which the large 
majority of the population could afford the 
purchase of luxury goods on a large scale. In 
one word: Capitalism created the Age of High 
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founding fathers of American industrial design 
who even before World War II had stood at 
the cradle of the first purely American design 
style, the so-called ‘stream line’ (figure 14): 
“…You misunderstand the point of my letter. 
Perhaps, if I state it more briefly, you will 
not. Get as much money out of them, as you 
can…” . This shows that Bell Geddes had 
an eminently direct way with words when 
summarizing his role as designer, implying 
that designers should make sure that the 
design of goods would make them irresistible 
to the mass of consumers. Practically, 
this meant two inextricably linked design 
principles, one of them stylistic and the other 
part stylistic, part technical.
Building on the pre-war 'stream line design', 
American designers developed a form 
language that was the pure embodiment of the 
ubiquitous belief in progress of those days, as 
expressed in the phrase “Bigger and Better”, 
the adage with which American products 
were supposed to distinguish themselves 
from non-American ones. In the case of the 
most evident example - cars – this meant 
that they grew to immense dimensions and 
were provided with functionally totally useless 
wings, referring to what was at that moment 
considered to be the highest form of technical 
innovativeness: intercontinental missiles and 
jet fighters. The way this design feature had 
soon outgrown its own usefulness is illustrated 
by the fact that the most expensive American 
car of those days, the Cadillac Eldorado, 
(figure 15) was banned from many New York 
parking garages since it was too big to be 
safely manoeuvred into and out of the garage. 
The second American design principle of 
those days, part stylistic, part technical, is the 
so-called “Planned Obsolescence”, that is, the 
idea that products must be designed with the 
explicit purpose of having a shorter lifespan 
than would have been technically feasible. 
The underlying principle was that consumers 
would be forced to replace a product sooner 
than would have been the case with the 
technically feasible lifespan.
In  des ign ,  the  p r inc ip le  o f  ‘P lanned 
Obsolescence’  was t rans la ted in to  a 
phenomenon that had been borrowed from 
fashion: technically identical products were 
given a yearly make-over or metamorphosis, 
so that status-conscious consumers would be 
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of, for instance, a car, even though their 
current car was technically fully intact.   
As a consequence, the appearance of all 
American cars was dramatically changed on 
a yearly basis, without any technical changes 
worth mentioning. (figure 16)
One thing is obvious: if there ever was a 
society in which the threat of a Malthusian 
disaster seemed to be fully exorcised, it 
was the American in the first decades after 
World War II, due to the blessings of modern 
technology, operating within a capitalist 
system of free markets. 
On the other hand, if there is such a thing as 
‘green design’, by implication there should be 
an ‘ungreen design’. In hindsight it is easy to 
observe that the realization of the American 
Dream went hand in hand with the ungreenest 
design the World ever has seen. 
In hindsight? Yes, but even in the early 
phases of the almost devastating success 
of the American Dream itself, there were 
American advertising industry. He next 
published The Waste Makers in 1960, in 
which industrial pollution was discussed, the 
inevitable consequence of the principle of 
‘planned obsolescence’ of those days.
In  the 1950s,  Rachel  Carson (1907 - 
1964) (figure 21) researched the harmful 
consequences for the environment of the 
worldwide usage of 'miracle dust' DDT. In 
1948 the discoverer of DDT, Swiss Paul 
Müller, had been given the Nobel prize in 
physics because of the spectacular successes 
of this pesticide in agriculture. Carson 
concluded that DDT had spread so widely 
that harmful concentrations of it were found 
in milk glands of all mammals on earth. She 
published her findings in Silent Spring (1962) 
and her book was an immediate and global 
best-seller, making Carson, professor of 
Biology at Columbia University and not exactly 
a textbook example of political radicalism, one 
of the first advocates of ecological awareness. 
counterforces expressing doubts with 
respect to the long term sustainability of 
the American system. The first signals of 
such a counterforce were seen in art. The 
dominance of abstract art forms that had been 
characteristic of 20th century modernism 
experienced a sudden breach by the return to 
figurative art and thus a return to art telling a 
'story': the rise of so-called pop-art.
And the story told by pop-art was mostly a not 
very flattering, indeed a caustic commentary 
of the would-be blessings of the consumer 
society modelled after the American example 
(figure 17, 18, 19)
Voices critical of the capitalist consumer 
society were heard outside the realm of art, 
although at first only a very small minority 
dared utter criticism. For instance, as early 
as 1957 American research journalist Vance 
Packard (figure 20) published The Hidden 
Persuaders in which he denounced the 
misleading temptational strategies of the 
16
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Three years after the publication of Silent 
Spring the omnipotent American automobile 
industry was shocked to the core by Ralph 
Nader's (1934) (figure 22) book Unsafe at 
Any Speed: The Designed-In Dangers of 
the American Automobile (1965) in which he 
proclaimed that American car manufacturers 
knowingly sacrificed the safety of their 
products in favor of a larger advertising 
budget. (figure 23)General Motors started 
a drawn-out, be it unsuccessfull, series of 
legal menaces against Nader. Nader went 
on to become the founding father of the first 
American consumers' organisation.
The advance of the Age of High Mass 
Consumption that had seemed unstoppable 
in the 1950s and 1960s ended unexpectedly 
and earlier than even the greatest sceptics 
had presumed. One important cause was a 
sudden and unprecedentedly steep increase 
of the world oil price in the 1970s. (figure 
24) This increase was a consequence of the 
decision of the Organization of Petroleum 
Exporting Countries (OPEC, founded in 1960) 
to tie the supply of oil in with international 
political goals (in this case: no supply, or 
limited supply, to countries supporting Israel). 
The economic consequences of this measure 
were felt in the entire Western world, but 
were dramatic for the United States. The oil 
consumption in the US had grown explosively 
due to the enormous success of the Age 























































preceding the OPEC decision, and American 
oil import, virtually nil in 1950, had reached a 
total number of over 3 billion barrels a year. 
(figure 25)
Together with a number of outrageously 
expensive governmental programmes such as 
the NASA space programme, the international 
arms race, the failure of the American war 
in Vietnam and president Lyndon Johnson's 
failed social recovery programme “Great 
Society”, the oil crisis caused the first 
American post-war economic crisis. The 
average long term increase of production per 
capita per year dropped rapidly to barely 2% 
per year in the 1970s, a figure that has not 
recovered since then, barring some short-lived 
periods of revival.
The forced devaluation of the American 
dollar in 1973 by approximately 30 % (figure 
26) heralded a profound transformation of 
geopolitical and global economic relationships: 
the end of the American absolute world 
technological disasters that had struck the 
world after the mid-1960s. Obviously, past 
eras had witnessed disasters as a result of 
uncontrollable technology, but ever since the 
mid-1960s it seemed as if there were more 
and, at the same time, graver consequences 
of high technology’s impact – they seemed 
to be growing exponentially. This impression 
was indeed justified by developments in 
mass media, allowing faster and better 
dissemination of news. However, this media 
development does not detract from the effect 
we may observe here.      
Even a limited selection of historical facts is 
illustrative: (figure 27)
1965 – A bomb attack destroys one of the 
most extensively secured buildings in the 
world, the American embassy in Saigon. The 
bombers turn out to be Viet Cong members, 
disguised as cleaners.
1966 – An American B52 fighter carrying four 
Mk28 hydrogen bombs crashes in sea, not far 
hegemony in the fields of economy and 
politics.
6. 1970s & 1980s: The Resurrection of 
Malthus and Radical Green Design 
Thomas Robert Malthus had died in 1834. In 
the last quarter of the 20th century, however, 
he seemed to be more alive then during the 
almost 150 years that followed his death. 
The Age of High Mass Consumption had 
seemed to have taken root for good, so when 
it ended and the United States of America 
fell prey to a serious economic crisis, the 
entire Western world experienced a dramatic 
change of attitude towards modern, large-
scale technology. In the 1950s and 1960s 
almost everybody had been convinced 
that technology would eventual ly help 
create heaven on earth, but in the 1970s 
this optimism changed to scepticism and 
suspicion. This revolution of ideas was 
reinforced by a bizarre accumulation of 
26
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from the Spanish fishing village of Palomares. 
Three bombs fall on land, polluting five acres 
with radioactive plutonium. The fourth one is 
found 2½ months later on the sea bed.
1967 - Supertanker Torrey Cayon strands on 
the Cornwall coast. British and French coasts 
suffer serious oil pollution. As a last and 
desperate measure the British government 
decides to bomb the shipwreck.
1967 – During a fire in department store 
‘À l ’ Innovat ion’  in Brussels (Belgium) 
the interior turns out to consist mostly of 
highly inflammable materials. The crowds 
attracted by radio news broadcasts prevent 
the firebrigade from reaching the location 
and the store burns down completely. The 
actual number of deaths was 323, but 
later calculations show that the number of 
casualties would have been many times larger 
if the fire had happened on any other moment 
of the week than the relatively slow Monday 
afternoon.
1976 – An explosion in a chemical plant – a 
subsidiary of Hoffman-La Roche – near the 
Italian town of Seveso leads to serious dioxin-
poisoning of a large number of inhabitants. 
The area is so heavily polluted that a large-
scale evacuation was necessary. Years later, 
French landfills still turn up illegally dumped 
barrels of chemical waste from the cleaning 
operation after the disaster.
1984 - In the Indian city of Bhopal a pesticide 
plant owned by American company Union 
Carbide explodes, killing approximately 
8000 people at the time. The number of 
deaths resulting from long term poisoning is 
estimated to be another 8000. Legal liability 
procedures have been ongoing since then, 
but so far no sentence has been passed. 
1986 – A safety procedure in a Russian 
nuclear plant in Chernobyl (Ukraine) leads to 
the explosion of its Unit 4. Approximately 50 
people are killed on the spot. Fall-out after 
the accident is found as far as Western and 
Northern Europe and Canada. The World 
Health Organization estimates the number 
of deaths due to long term exposure to 
excessive radiation to be around 4000. Official 
Soviet sources reported the deportation of 
336,000 people and even today there is no 
access to the area.
Seen against this backdrop it is not surprising 
that part of the Western world became 





































“You’ve got to find 
wh a t y o u l o v e…”, 
Commencement Adress 
by Steve Jobs, CEO of 
Apple Computer and of 
Pixar Animation Studios, 
delivered on June 12, 
2005 f o r S t a n f o r d 
Unive rs i ty, Stan fo rd 
R e p o r t , J u n e 14, 
2005 (http://news-
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seen for instance in the mass demonstrations 
of the 1980s against that which the preceding 
generation had generally considered to be the 
ultimate solution of global energy problems: 
nuclear energy – and against the installation 
of American nuclear missiles in Europe. (figure 
28,29) 
And it is not surprising that the influence of 
this disenchantment was felt among others in 
the design world. What is surprising, however, 
is the way this feeling was expressed: both in 
political viewpoints and in range of suggested 
al ternat ives, the radical  green design 
movement of the last decades of the 20th 
century had a striking similarity with Arts and 
Crafts, its 19th century forerunner.
Organizations like Greenpeace and the 
- far less successful -  Green Anarchy 
movement (figure 30, 31) were, like Arts & 
viewpoint did not allow space for green design 
per se, let alone green design of a radical 
political nature. 
There was, however, one important exception 
to this rule. Designer and university professor 
Victor Papanek (1927 - 1998) (figure 34) 
turned out to be an important spokesperson 
of the radical movement. In his 1971 book 
Design for the Real World: Human Ecology 
and Social Change (1971) (figure 35), he 
states that 
Industrial design is a “criminal activity”, unless 
… the designer sticks to the sole brief of 
improving the living conditions of population 
groups belonging to what Papanek calls “the 
Real World”, i.e. chronically ill, handicapped 
and poor people, both in the developed and 
underdeveloped countries. (figure 36, 37). 
Because of these viewpoints, Papanek, who 
Crafts, although founded by middle class 
intellectuals, anti-establishment, anti-capitalist, 
anti-large scale technology, and anti-labor 
division and specialization. Politically rooted 
in the most radical branch of socialism, they 
advocated, like Arts & Crafts, a return to some 
imagined arcadian past, where production and 
consumption were organized in small scale, 
self supporting communes with a distinct 
anarchist-autarkic twist. (figure 32,33)   
Industrial design education, as practised 
in universities and colleges. was however, 
hard ly  a f fec ted  by  the  rad ica l  g reen 
movement. Design students, inspired by the 
student revolts in Paris (May 1968) made 
unsuccessful attempts to introduce the radical 
ideas into the design curricula. For the time 
being, the official position was and remained: 
Design is a handmaiden of industry and that 
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paired his revolutionary argumentation with a 
typography that was directly borrowed from 
the Do It Yourself Design advocated by the 
radical green movement (figure 38) was not 
very popular with the establishment of those 
days. Subsequent to his statements he was 
expelled from the American professional 
association of designers IDSA (Industrial 
Design Society of America) and thus is, to our 
knowledge, the only IDSA member ever to be 
awarded this dubious distinction.   
As stated above, in many respects the 
Radical Design Movement was very similar 
to Arts & Crafts. However, there was one 
essent ial  d i fference: this t ime around 
capitalism´s overwhelming economic success 
did not cause the ideas of the radical design 
movement to move to the background as 
had happened to those of Arts & Crafts in 
the course of the 20th century. Quite the 
contrary, a number of societal and scientifc 
developments in the last decades of the 20th 
century made sure that the ideas of an initially 
small and radically-tinted minority gradually 
became commonplace in the Western 
world.[18]
Victor Papanek, who in the 1970 had been 
banned from the IDSA, was given a six-
page obituary upon his death in 1998. This 
panegyric was published in INNOVATION, 
the official journal of this same American 
professional designers´ association.[19] It is 
difficult to find a better illustration of the fact 
that Green Design went mainstream in the 
last decades of the 20th century. At the turn of 
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题。See Victor Papanek, 
The Green Imperative: 
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Real World, Thames and 
Hudson: New York,1995.
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